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by Michael Parenti, Ph.D. 

(The following is adapted from a lecture Parenti gave in 
Berkeley, California on November 26, 1993.) 

F or some time I have been impressed — and depressed — by 
the extent to which history is a chronicle of immense 
atrocities. Whenever surplus wealth accumulates in any 
society, whenever people emerge from a subsistence economy, 
some portion of the population will do everything it can to 
enslave and expropriate the labor of the rest of the people. This 
is true whether it is a slave society, as in ancient Egypt, Greece 
and Rome; or a feudal society, where people were reduced to 
serfs; or a capitalist society, where people are driven to the edge 
of insecurity and sometimes starvation, made to work faster and 
harder for less and less, as throughout the capitalist Third World. 

One of the things used in these repressive arrangements is 
that necessary instrument of control called the state. As Max 
Weber (who wasn't a Marxist) put it, the state is that organiza- 
tion which has a monopoly on the legitimate uses of force and 
violence. 



In modem times, some peoples have fought back and devel- 
oped some restraining power against the state, some features of 
seif-protection, or what we call “democratic rights.” But even 
in the much vaunted “western democracies” there exists a great 
deal of arbitrary state power, whose primary function is to 
maintain the existing politico-economic structure. Be it demo- 
cratic France or democratic England or democratic Germany or 
democratic USA or democratic Canada, all these countries have 
instruments and agencies that act repressively and largely unac- 
countably, that use surveillance, disruption, judicial harassment, 
trumped-up charges and arrests, covert action, subversion, tax 
harassment, violence, and even assassination— every dirty trick 
in the book. 

In the middle of these democracies, you have the state within 
the state, known as the national security state , a mostly secret 
unit of misgovemment that is capable of the most unspeakable 
crimes, crimes that are perpetrated against people all around the 
world and against dissidents at home. 

Not long ago, I got a letter from a woman who has been a 
community organizer in Chicago. And she said, with grief in her 
heart, that she remembered the hope and spirit of the 1960s, the 
tremendous democratic organization and leadership that was 



Prevailing winds Premiere Issue Page 31 






















developing in the Latino and African-American communities. 
She noted that every single one of the community leaders of that 
day is either dead, shot by the police, or in Marion Prison on 
trumped-up charges. She went on to describe the demoralization 
that took place, the shattering of those organizations, after which 
came the drug traffickers, who were aided and abetted by the 
federal agents themselves. 

What she was describing (though she didn’t call it that) was 
a state engaged in domestic counterinsurgency, a state more 
interested in keeping a population unorganized and demoralized 
than in having it organized and effectively fighting for its 
democratic rights. Because if that popu- 
lation is effective and powerful, it will * 
start making demands and start pursuing' * 

its interests. And it will start cutting in on 
the privileged interests of property and 
power that those police and undercover 
people and those military forces are dedi- 
cated to protecting. 

For hundreds of years, theorists have* ' 
made just that point, except they made it 
proudly rather than critically. Adam 
Smith and John Locke both said that “as 
the divisions of property become increas- 
ingly unequal, it is necessary to have a 
state to defend those who have property 
from those who do not” In so many 
words so did James Madison and Alexander Hamilton. The only 
difference is that when Marx said it, he added that the purpose 
of the state was to defend those who accumulate wealth from 
those whose labor produces the wealth. For Marx, it was not just 
a matter of the haves versus the have-nots; it was the haves 
taking from the have-nots who produced the wealth. 

In the last half-century and even before, throughout the 
world, dominant economic interests have enlisted the efforts of 
assassins and torturers. As we talk at this moment, the CIA and 
other such agencies in this country, and in other countries, have 
sponsored violence, torture, death squads, and drugs. They’ve 
done this from Angola to Zaire to Mozambique to El Salvador 
to Guatemala to Indonesia to East Timor, and in scores of other 
countries. They have used repressive ploys in Western Europe 
and the United States, in Chicago, Detroit, Los Angeles and 
New York. 

In many countries the national security repressors have 
systematically targeted peasant leaders, intellectuals, journal- 
ists, student leaders, clergy, labor union leaders, workers, and 
community activists. Tens of thousands have been murdered 
and assassinated to prevent social change, to destroy any kind 
of redistributive politics— any kind of government, any kind of 
social movement that is not willing to reduce its people to 
economic fodder for the Fortune 500. And with NAFTA and 
GATT, the third-worldization of the USA will continue full 
speed ahead. 

The gangster nature of the state is cloaked by a democratic 
facade and by the democratic substance of government. Some 
democratic victories have been won by the people after much 
protracted struggle: universal suffrage, civil rights, civil liber- 
ties, the right to collective bargaining, the eight hour day, some 
civil liberties, public education, some human services. In each 
instance, these rights are violated or rolled back or put under 



siege. Still their reality should not be denied. And most omi- 
nously, m the midst of this struggle, die state still exercises an 
often covert, unaccountable, and largely elitist and undemo- 
cratic repressive power. 
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What is so 

compelling about the 
JFK assassination is 
how nakedly it 
reveals the gangster 
nature of the state. 



onsider an issue like drugs. The problem is not that the 
government has failed to do enough about the illicit 
traffic and that it is losing “the war against drugs ” 
What is really unsettling is that the government, or certainly 
elements within the national security state, are active perpetra- 
tors and purveyors of narcotics. 

Likewise, what is so compelling about 
the assassination of President John Ken- 
nedy is how nakedly the gangster nature 
of the state is revealed. It is an awakening. 
To know the truth about the JFK assassi- 
nation is to call into question the entire 
state system and the entire social order it 
professes to protect. 

This is why for thirty years the main- 
stream press has suppressed or dismissed 
out-of-hand the findings about JFK’s 
death, ignoring or ridiculing the findings 
of independent investigators like Peter 
Dale Scott, Harold Weis berg, Carl 
Oglesby, Mark Lane, Anthony Summers, 
... . . _ w Philip Melanson, Jim Garrison, Cyril’ 
WechUrm Marrs Gaeton Form, Sylvia Meagher, Michael 
Canfield, James DiEugenio, and literally hundreds of others 
. Jh's* “’dependent investigators are called “assassination 
buffs. The term bufT is a marginalizing and diminish i n g 
characterization. A buff is someone who pursues odd hobbies 
and quirky little interests. For the same reason that we would 
not refer to Holocaust buffs” so should we not use “assassi- 
nation buffi. These are serious investigators who are unearth- 
ing temble truths about a dreadful crime perpetrated bv the 
gangster state. 7 

It is no accident that mainstream media pundits, opinion 
leaders and I pohtical leaders in this countiy relentlessly attack 
or ignore the literature that piece by piece has established an 
immense conspiracy to assassinate the President and an even 
more extensive conspiracy to cover-up the crime. It is no acci- 
dent “at they give fulsome, gushing, ready publicity to the likes 
oi uerald Posner and his mendacious apologetic 

In his book Case Closed, Posner did a grotesque whitewash 
Hie book is not a sloppy job, not a confused work — rather it 
is a deliberate contrivance that fabricates evidence, uses outright 

JTf V°, C ?, n ^ de that Lee Harvc y 0swald was « disgruntled 
lefhstwhokilled Kennedy. Posner’s book, eloquently described 
to me by Peter Dale Scott as a "pile of crap, ” received saturation 
publicity in every major publication and TV channel. Posner’s 
CTedibility depends on the public’s being totally ignorant of what 
toe independent investigators have been uncovering for the last 
thirty years. He could get away with his misrepresentations 
because he is swure in the knowledge that those he criticizes 
Will never be afforded the mainstream platform he repeatedly 
enjoyed. . J 

For the same reason the mainstream critics lavished praise 
md maximum exposure on Posner so did they savage Oliver 
Stone s movie JFK a movie that reached millions of viewers 
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with a very accurate account of the specifics of the assassination. 

I wrote a book called Make-Believe Media, a critique of the 
politics of entertainment, specifically films and television, so I 
think I know something about films. As far as I know, JFK is 
the only movie in film history that was attacked, six months 
before it was released, in the Washington Post , the New York 
Times , in Time , Newsweek, and every other major and minor 
corporate-owned publication in the USA. And it continued to 
be attacked relentlessly for a year after it was released. 

During the week of the thirtieth anniversary of the Kennedy 
assassination, the media revved up once more to saturate the 
airwaves with programs proclaiming that Oswald was the lone 
assassin. Like the Warren Commission did, the media assumed 
a priori that Oswald was the killer. The only question asked was: 
“Did Oswald act alone?” — which was dismissed with a 
resounding YES. Meanwhile, all the serious investigators ask 
different questions. Oswald did not act at all. He was not one of 
the people who shot Kennedy, although he was involved in 
another way, as a fall guy, in his own words “just a patsy.” 

. The propagandists of the right and the center know why 
they’ve got to trash this issue and contain it. Listen, for example, 
to what Tom Wicker of the New York Times had to say. Now, 
Tom Wicker has never written a movie review in his life. But 
when JFK came out, this Washington columnist for the New 
York Times , suddenly emerged as a movie reviewer. And instead 
of getting the usual movie review length of 800 words, he got 
over 2,000 words. His review covered a whole page, with photos 
and all. In that review, he tells us: “If the wild assertions in 
Oliver Stone’s movie are taken at face value, Americans will 
have to accept the idea that most of the nation’s major institu- 
tions conspired together and carried out Kennedy’s murder.” 
Wicker goes on: “In an era when mistrust of government and 
loss of confidence in institutions” — the press not the least — 
“arc widespread and virulent, such a suggestion seems a dubi- 
ous public service.” 

So, truth has nothing to do with it Wicker is saying more 
than he intends. His function is to keep the system and its 
institutions stabilized. The question is institutional legitimacy. 

Wicker understands the heart of the matter. A full revelation 
about the murder would invite serious discredit upon the legiti- 
macy of the dominant institutions of state and class, the press 
being not the least of those institutions. The press is a faithful 
servant of that system which New York Times writers like 
Wicker are paid to defend faithfully. Playing before mass audi- 
ences, the movie JFK did not finger a cabal of malevolent 
perpetrators, but in fact pointed the finger at the national security 
state itself as the murderer. If such were the case, then millions 
of people would question what kind of a system they were living 
in. Damage control becomes necessary. 

The media have been tireless in their efforts to suppress the 
truth about the gangster state. In 1978, the House Select Com- 
mittee reported after an investigation that there was more than 
one assassin involved in the Kennedy shooting and therefore 
there was a conspiracy. In immediate response, the Washington 
Post editorialized: “Could it have been some other malcontent 
who Mr. Oswald met casually? Could not as much as three or 
four societal outcasts with no ties to any one organization have 
developed in some spontaneous way a common determination 
to express their alienation in the killing of President Kennedy? 
It is possible that two persons acting independently attempted 



to shoot the President at the very same time.” 

It is “possible,” as is any such imagining, but it is also highly 
unlikely. Instead of a conspiracy theory the Washington Post 
offers us “coincidence theory.” Those who deny conspiracies 
sometimes create the most convoluted fantasies of all. 

David Garrow, who wrote a biography of Martin Luther 
King, patronizingly says, “A large majority of the American 
people do believe in assassination conspiracies. That allows 
events to have large mysterious causes instead of small idiosyn- 
cratic ones.” I would say the Washington Post proposed the 
most mysterious cause of all. In any case, the question of 
whether a conspiracy exists in any particular situation has to be 
decided by an investigation of evidence, not by a priori, unsci- 
entific, and patronizing presumptions about the public mind. 

Investigators who conclude there were conspiracies in the 
Kennedy and King murders did not fashion large mysterious 
causes, grand imaginings, but came to their conclusions through 
painstaking probes of material actualities, particular details, 
discrepancies, inexplicable contradictions, obvious lies and 
coverups. The investigators have not been impelled by some 
“yearnings.” They were impelled by questions of evidence, by 
things that just did not seem to make sense, by very immediate 
empirical circumstances which became more and more compel- 
ling. 

E veryone talks about finding the “smoking gun” behind 
this or that mystery. But there is no such thing. Nor will 
one be found in the still-classified archives. A “smoking 
gun” is an impossible standard of proof. In any case, historians 
work by a process of accretion, putting together piece by piece 
until a picture emerges. In the Kennedy murder there is no one 
smoking gun but a whole artillery of them, impossibilities 
regarding the flight of bullets, the nature of the wounds, the 
disappearance and deliberate destruction of evidence, the sud- 
den and mysterious deaths of numerous witnesses. 

The independent investigators have demolished the Warren 
Commission. The first effort was Harold Weisberg’s book 
Whitewash, followed by Mark Lane’s Rush to Judgment, written 
twenty-five years ago. 

To demonstrate how evidence of conspiracy has been ig- 
nored by the powers that be, let us focus on a small part of the 
case that has been pieced together by investigators, who were 
looking not for a smoking gun but for particular explanations 
about simple truths. Consider the background of Lee Harvey 
Oswald. During the week of the thirtieth anniversary of the JFK 
assassination, one repeatedly heard on television that Oswald 
was a “loner,” an incompetent, not very bright, and emotionally 
troubled. Gerald Posner, transforming himself into an instant 
psychiatric expert, announced that Oswald was “a very dis- 
turbed young boy. He had a very disturbed childhood, and he 
was a passive-aggressive. ” A passive-aggressive assassin? Per- 
haps that explains why he used a rifle that could not shoot 
straight. 

He also was a “leftist,” asserts Posner and others. Alexander 
Cockbum joined the right and the center, and in a column in the 
San Francisco Examiner said Oswald was a leftist. The truth is 
something else. 

All of Oswald’s IQ tests show that he was above average in 
intelligence. He was bright and a quick learner. Lee Harvey 
Oswald spent most of his adult life not as a lonely drifter but 
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JFK 

" The CIA y Vietnam , and 
the Plot to Assassinate 
John F. Kennedy” 

By L. Fletcher Prouty, 

Whose theories inspired the movie JFK 
Introduction by Oliver Stone 

Millions have been gripped by Oliver Slone’s film. JFK, and 

its premise that the plot to as 

sassinate Kennedy originated 
beyond the highest levels of 
government. In the movie, 
the advocate of this theory is 
a character named "X," 
played by Donald Suther- 
land, who explains how and 
why this plot came about. 

As Stone has acknow- 
ledged, "X" was not only 
faithfully depicted in the 
film, but. as the film’s Crea- 
tive Adviser, provided fully- 
documented information and 
analysis that helped shape 
the script. This mystery man 
was not a fabricated charac- 
ter, as critics contend. His 
identity can now be revealed: 

"X" is L.Fletcher Prouty, a 
former top level "military -Cl A 
JFK: The CIA . Vietnam, and the 
Kennedy. 

Prouty served during the Kennedy years as the Chief of Spe- 
cial Operation for the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He was directly m 
charge of the global system designed to provide military support 
of the clandestine activities of the CIA. 

Among his revelations in JFK: 

-Kennedy’s plan to change the course of the the conflict and 
to remove all U.S. military personnel from Vietnam by the end 
ot i965 created enormous concern at the center of the military 
industrial complex, and led directly to his assassination. 

-Upon receiving the report of the Cuban Study Group from 
General Maxwell Taylor after the Bay of Pigs disaster m 1961 
Kennedy vowed to "shatter the CIA into a thousand pieces " He 
began by firing long-time CIA Director, Allen W. Dulles and 
his top aides. 

-TheArmy set up a full-fledged covert operation derisively 
named Operation Camelot" to thwart Kennedy’s effort to end 
the war m Vietnam. 

-President Johnson reversed Kennedy’s orders to wind down 
m Vietnam immediately following Kennedy’s murder. And in 
March 1964 he set the course for massive troop escalation. 

-Why Kennedy was ultimately against the war and whv he 
was really murdered. 

Brilliantly researched and written, JFK is riveting. It is the 
first top-level, insider- witnessed account, by a man whose per- 
sonal access privileges dated to 1943. No reader will finish 
without feeling that he or she has been made privy to a terrible 
dark secret. 

PWR code #822 $24.95 
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directly linked to the U.S. intelligence community. At the age 
of 19 in the U.S. Marines he had secret security clearance and 
was working at Marine Air Control in Atsugi Base in Japan. 
Atsugi was a top secret base, where the CIA launched U2 flights 
and performed other kinds of covert operations in China. The 
next year at the age of 19 he was assigned to El Toro Air Station 
in California with security clearance to work radar. 

Certain strange things began to happen. While at El Toro, 
Oswald emerged as a babbling Russophile and a “Communist.” 
He started playing Russian language records at blast level in his 
barracks and addressing his fellow Marines in Russian. He read 
Russian books and hailed Soviet Communism as “the best 
system in the world.” He even called his fellow Marines “com- 
rades. If Oswald was a Soviet or Cuban spy, as some people 
now claim, he certainly had a novel way of building a cover. 

As Philip Melanson reminds, the U.S. Marine Corps in 1958 
was not exactly known as a bastion of liberal tolerance and 
free thinking My friend Bernard Livingston wrote a book called 
Closet Red. He tells how while he was in the Army, he found 
himself working for a unit whose job was to filter out anybody 
who had leftist or pinko opinions. (Nothing was done about 
racist or sexist or fascist opinions.) The Army — and I’m sure 
the Marines constantly surveils anybody who might begin to 
behave the way Oswald did. 

But in this instance, for some strange reason, Oswald’s 
Marine commanders didn’t mind. He kept his security clear- 
ance. He retained access to a wealth of sensitive radar informa- 
tion and classified data from secret facilities. 

Other odd things began happening. In February, 1959, Lee 
Harvey Oswald failed the Marine Corps proficiency test in 
Russian. Six months later he was practically fluent in Russian. 
In 1974 a document that had been secreted by the Warren 
Commission was dislodged, thanks mostly to Harold Weis- 
berg’s legal efforts. It revealed that Oswald had attended the 
U.S. Army’s language school at Monterey. Now, Monterey is 
not open to anyone who just happens to have a language hobby. 
You go only for serious training and you are sent by the 
government, for government-related work, in a language picked 
by the government, pertaining to a specific assignment Oswald 
learned Russian at the U.S. School of Languages at Monterey. 

Another odd thing: Oswald was given an early discharge 
from the Marines because his mother had injured her foot. It is 
known as a dependency discharge; Your parent needs you. A 
jar had fallen on her toe. He put in the request, and he got it 
within a week. His fellow Marines were astonished at the 
velocity of the release. This was only one of a number of very 
strangely favorable treatments that the U.S. government began 
to give this young Marine. 

Oswald then defected to the USSR. But how? To get to 
Russia m those days would have cost 51,500, notes Melanson. 
Lee Harvey Oswald’s bank account showed a deposit of only 
S203. He traveled from London to Helsinki on October 11, a 
day when there were no available commercial flights that would 
have allowed him to make it in one day. He had to have some 
kmd of private transportation to get to Helsinki. 

In Russia, he went to the U.S. Embassy, openly renounced 
his U.S citizenship and announced he had lots of military 
secrets that he was going to give to the Soviets. The Soviets 
didn’t bite. They let him stay, but they at no time thought he 
could be an agent of any use to them . And as the KGB files show. 
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they kept him under constant surveillance. 

While in Russia he worked in a factory. He showed no 
particular interest in guns, but he belonged to the factory’s gun 
club. He used to join in rabbit shoots but he could never hit the 
rabbit. Someone had to stand behind him and shoot the rabbit 
while he was firing; otherwise they would have been there all 
day. His marksmanship became something of a joke. His shoot- 
ing record in the U.S. Marines proved no better. 

Now, if Lee Harvey Oswald was really a defector and not a 
U.S. spy, then U.S. intelligence could well have taken the view 
that his was one of the most damaging defections in history. In 
all defections, especially those connected with government and 
military, the intelligence unit does a thorough damage assess- 
ment. But no damage assessment was ever made of Oswald’s 
defection. This was noted in the Warren Report and the 
House Select Committee investigation. No one has ever 
explained why there was no damage assessment. 

After two and a half years, Oswald applies to return to 
the United States. Remember, this is after renouncing his 
citizenship and announcing he was going to give away state 
secrets. Instead of being grabbed when he comes back and 
arrested for treason, Oswald is accepted with open arms by 
U.S. authorities. The CIA claimed it had no record of de- 
briefing him. The spooks claim they never touched him, were 
never near him. Their explanation before the Commission 
was that there were so many tourists coming in and out, and 
that there was nothing particularly unusual about Oswald 
that would have caught their attention. One might wonder 
what is needed to catch the CIA’s attention. 

After the assassination, the CIA claimed that they had 
suspected all along that he was a Soviet spy — which makes 
it even more curious that they did not debrief him. 

What does the State Department do when Oswald departs 
from the Soviet Union? They pay all his travel and moving 
expenses back to the United States and those of his wife. He 
is given back his passport with full rights to travel anywhere 
around the world. Another curious thing: his wife is ex- 
empted from usual immigration quotas, no waiting. Years 
before she had belonged to the Soviet Komsomol, the Com- 
munist youth organization, which automatically bars her 
from entry into the USA. Yet in violation of U.S. immigra- 
tion laws, she was allowed in. 

In Dallas, Lee Harvey Oswald settles under the wing of 
one George de Mohrenschildt, a right-wing Russian with 
CIA ties. Yet he embarks on a series of short-lived forays 
out into the public eye as a “leftist. ” He starts a one-person 
Fair Play for Cuba organization in New Orleans. Never 
recruits another member and receives no recognition from 
the national Fair Play for Cuba office. In all his time in New 
Orleans and Dallas he never once meets a single member of 
the Communist Party or any other left organization, although 
he writes lots of friendly letters to the Communist Party USA 
and to the Socialist Workers Party, two groups which at that 
time weren’t even talking to each other, supposedly asking 
for instructions. 

He blazes a trail as a “leftist” agitator local TV, fist- 
fights, inflammatory incidents, leaflets. One of the leaflets 
shows that his organization was on Camp Street, in the very 
same building where Guy Banister had his office. Guy 
Banister was an F.B.I. agent who retained close working 



relations with Cuban emigre right-wing groups — and with Lee 
Harvey Oswald. 

Most of Oswald’s personal relations were with right-wing 
anti-Communist Cubans or right-wing crypto-fascists, or CIA 
types, or others. Besides George de Mohrenschildt, there was 
David Ferrie. Robert Morrow, a conservative businessman who 
worked for the CIA, served as a pilot on CIA missions along 
with David Ferrie. It was known that David Ferrie was CIA. Lee 
Harvey Oswald also knew Clay Shaw, who was also CIA as 
later confirmed by former CIA director Richard Helms. Oswald 
also knew Jack Ruby, a mobster who was also linked to right- 
wingers. So while Oswald was supposedly a leftist, almost all 
his personal associations were with right-wing people associ- 
ated with the intelligence community. 
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They would have us believe that Oswald just happened to 
get a job at the Texas School Book Depository five weeks 
before, when it had not yet been publicized that Kennedy’s 
limousine was going to pass right in front of the Dcpositoiy. He 
just fortuitously happened to be up there that day to wreak his 
personal vengeance. 

We arc asked to believe that this man, who could not hit the 
side of a bam, chose a Mannlicher-Carcano rifle, whose sights 
were not even set — a cheap, poor-performance Italian weapon 
that the Italians used to say never killed anyone on purpose. 
Supposedly he used this rifle to kill the President of the United 
States. We are asked to believe that Oswald would forgo shoot- 
ing President Kennedy when he had a perfect gallery target of 
him as he came closer and closer right down Houston Street 
directly toward the Depository. — - . 

Instead, Oswald supposedly waited until the car had turned 
at a hundred -and -ten -degree angle down Elm Street, then fired 
through a tree (a tree that was later drastically trimmed) rapidly 
getting off three shots in a few seconds, one that missed the limo 
by yards and the other two that hit their target with devastating 
accuracy, a feat that the best marksmen in the country were not 
able to emulate until after much practice and after the sights on 
the Mannlicher-Carcano were brought into a laboratory and 
reset They had all sorts of remarks to make about the awful 
performance of this rifle. . • .* r • . . 

We arc asked to believe that a bullet would go through John 
Kennedy, pose in mid-air for two seconds, change direction, and 
wound Governor Conn ally in several places and then reappear 
intact on a stretcher, falling out of Connally’s body. In fact, the 
bullet did not reappear on the stretcher as if fallen out of 
somebody’s body. It was found wedged into the side of the 
stretcher, obviously pushed in by hand— or perhaps, being the 
magic bullet that it was, it jumped out of Connally’s body and 
wedged itself in the side of the stretcher. 

We-are asked to believe that a treasure trove of physical 
evidence, the interior of the presidential limousine, was just 
accidentally tom out and totally rebuilt immediately afterwards. 
We are asked to believe that this was not a deliberate covemp. 

We are asked to believe that Kennedy’s brain just disap- 
peared. That the X-ray — which now shows a reconstructed 
head with no exit wound — was, oddly enough, taken with the 
jaw cropped out of the picture. So the head could be anybody’s 
and there is no opportunity to do any kind of dental identification 
to see if that X-ray is President Kennedy’s. We are asked to 
believe that the autopsy was botched innocently. 

There is Jack Ruby, a gambler and gangster with links to the 
Cuban exiles and an acquaintance of Oswald’s. We are asked to 
believe that Ruby just took it upon himself to kill Oswald 
because he was so moved by patriotic vengeance and the suf- 
fering that Oswald had caused the Kennedy family. In jail after 
killing Oswald, Ruby pleaded with the Warren Commission to 
be taken to Washington where he could tell the whole story. He 
repeatedly voiced fear for his life and claimed “they are killing 
me here.’’ 

We are asked that when twenty-one witnesses, or persons 
who otherwise had information related to the case (privy to some 
conversations, or whatever else), met violent deaths, they were 
part of a colossal coincidence. Later on in 1978, the second 
round of killings started, during the House Select Committee 
investigation; sixteen more died violently. We are asked to 
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believe that they just happened to die coincidentally violent 
deaths — including George de Mohrenschildt himself, killed by 
a gun blast to the head three hours after a House Assassinations 
Committee Investigator had tried to contact him. He was being 
set up for an interview. He was being set up for a lot more than 
that. 

In de Mohrenschildt s address book the name of George 
“Poppy ” Bush appears. De Mohrenschildt was a close friend of 
Bush; there was a correspondence between them. The sheriffs 
office in Palm County, Florida found that de Morenschildt’s 
shooting was “very strange.” But it was ruled a suicide. 

William Sullivan, the number three man in the F.B.I., was 
supposed to appear before the House Committee to talk. (Ac- 
cording to Robert Morrow, Sullivan was on the CIA payroll.) 
He was shot right outside his home by a man who claimed to 
have mistaken him for a deer. The killer was charged with a 
misdemeanor and released in custody of his father, a state 
policeman. 

Sam Giancana died from natural causes, when his heart 
stopped beating — after a bullet went through it, one day before 
he was to testify about mob/CIA connections. He was shot while 
under government protection. One of the things that emerges 
from this whole story is the widespread linkages between the 
CIA and mob families and mob figures. For the gangster state 
the mob is very functional. Mobsters can do the kind of dirty 
things that the CIA may sometimes want them to do. 

S ome writers on the left, such as Noam Chomsky and 
Alexander Cockburn, argue that our interest in the JFK 
assassinationcomes from a “Kennedy revival,” as Chom- 
sky puts it, a Camelot yearning” and the “yearning for a lost 
Messiah.” Cockburn and Chomsky, and others, challenge the 
notion that Kennedy was assassinated for intending to withdraw 
from Vietnam or for threatening to undo the CIA or end the Cold 
War. These things could not have led to his downfall, they argue, 
because they were not true. Kennedy was a cold warrior, a 
counterinsurgent who wanted a military withdrawal from Viet- 
nam only with victory. 

I have argued similarly in my book Democracy for the Few 
that Kennedy should not be romanticized as a progressive in 
either his domestic or foreign policy. 

Chomsky, Cockburn, and others claim that the change of 
administration that came with JFK’s assassination had no large- 
scale effect on policy, not even on tactics. In other words, if 
Kennedy had lived, he likely would have fabricated a Tonkin 
Gulf causus belli ; he would have introduced ground troops in a 
massive land war, as Lyndon Johnson did; he would have 
engaged in the merciless B-52 carpet bombings of Laos, Cam- 
bodia, and Vietnam, as Richard Nixon did; he would have risked 
destroying his own electoral base, proving himself a mass 
murderer as bad as Nixon. 

In fact, we cannot be certain what Kennedy would have done 
had he lived. The evidence we do have, in fact, is that John 
Kennedy observed Cambodian neutrality and negotiated a 
cease-fire and coalition government in Laos, which the CIA 
refused to honor. They preferred to back a right-wing faction 
that continued the war. We also know that the surviving Ken- 
nedy. Robert, took a turn in a dove-like direction, emerging as 
an anti-war critic. Robert Kennedy broke with the Johnson 
administration over Vietnam and publicly stated that his 
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brother’s administration had committed terrible mistakes. 

Chomsky recently wrote a whole book arguing that JFK had 
no intention to withdraw from Vietnam without victory. But 
Chomsky says very' little about troop escalation other than to 
offer Roger Hilsman’s speculation that Kennedy might well 
have introduced U.S. ground troops in South Vietnam. Maybe 
so, maybe not. In fact, the same Hilsman noted in a prominently 
displayed letter in the New York Times not long ago — and 
Chomsky has paid it no attention — that in 1963 Kennedy was 
the only person in his administration who opposed the introduc- 
tion of U.S. ground troops. JFK was the only thing preventing 
an escalation of the war. 

Maybe Chomsky is right that the interventionists had no 
reason to think that JFK would withdraw. But they were sorely 
bothered by his unwillingness to engage in a full-scale ground 
war — something Lyndon Johnson did not long after assuming 
office. 

Certain left analysts can argue Kennedy wasn’t a progressive 
or liberal, and that the CIA had no reason to kill him, and that 
the functionaries of the national security state had no reason to 
be dissatisfied with him. The question is, did they see it that way? 
Entrenched power elites are notorious for not seeing the world 



the same way that left-wing analysts do. 

Some months ago on a San Francisco talk show on KGO, I 
heard a listener call in as follows: “I’ve never said this before. 
It’s the first time I’m saying it. But I worked for Army intelli- 
gence, and in 1963 1 was in Japan, and the accepted word around 
then was that Kennedy would be killed because he was messing 
too much with the intelligence community. And when word 
came of his death, all I could hear were delighted comments like 
‘We got the bastard’” Roger Craig records the comments of 
many Dallas police officers who wanted to see Kennedy done 
away with. 

In 1963, people in right-wing circles, including elements in 
various intelligence organizations, did not believe that Kennedy 
could be trusted with the nation’s future. They saw something 
different from what Chomsky and Cockbum have seen. They 
fixed on Kennedy’s refusal to provide air coverage for the Bay 
of Pigs, his refusal to go into Indochina with massive ground 
forces, his unwillingness to launch another invasion of Cuba, 
his no-invasion guarantee to Khrushchev on Cuba, his Atmos- 
pheric Test Ban Treaty with Moscow, his American University 
speech calling for reexamination of our Cold War attitudes 
toward the Soviet Union, his antitrust suit against General 
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Electric, his fight with U.S. Steel over price increases, his 
% challenge to the Federal Reserve Board, his warm reception at 
labor conventions, his call for racial equality and (usually reluc- 
tant) responsiveness to civil rights leaders, and his talk of 
v moving forward to a “New Frontier.” 

Erwin Knoll, editor of the Progressive , admits he has no idea 
who killed Kennedy, but this does not keep him from asserting 
that the Oliver Stone film was “manipulative” and that Stone 
provided false answers. But if he has no idea who killed Ken- 
nedy, how could he conclude that the film is false? The remark- 
able thing about Erwin Knoll, Noam Chomsky, and Alexander 
Cockbum is they do not know a thing about the critical investi- 
gations that have been carried 
out. When it has been repeat- 
edly pointed out that the left 
critics don’t know anything 
about the case, they never 
deny it. But this does not pre- 
vent them from dismissing the 
whole tiling in the most gen- 
eral and unsubstantiated terms 
— Chomsky with benign con- 
descension, Cockburn with 
vitriol and venom, and Knoll 
with a flabby ranting. 

When Erwin Knoll allows, 
in a show of flexibility, that 
the Warren Commission did a 
hasty, slipshod job of investi- 
gation, he only further reveals 
his ignorance. In fact, the 
Commission did a brilliant job of investigation. It sat for fifty- 
one long sessions over a period of several months, much longer 
than most major investigations. It compiled twenty-six volumes 
of testimony and evidence. It had the investigative resources of 
the FBI and CIA at its command. Far from being hasty and 
slipshod, it painstakingly crafted theories that moved toward its 
foreordained conclusion, that Oswald was the lone assassin. It 
framed an argument and moved unfailingly to fulfill that argu- 
ment. It failed to call witnesses who saw something different 
from what it wanted to hear, who not only heard but saw, people 
on the grassy knoll shooting behind the fence. The commission 
failed to call them. It ignored or reinterpreted what little con- 
flicting testimony that did creep into its proceedings. All this 
took deliberate and careful effort. A hasty, slipshod investiga- 
tion would show traces of randomness in its errors. But the 
Commission’s distortions consistently move in the same direc- 
tion in pursuit of a prefigured hypothesis. 

Knoll talks about the gullible U.S. public and says he “de- 
spises” Oliver Stone for playing on that gullibility. There is not 
a small amount of elitist presumption among the ignorant left 
critics, who conclude that the public is not as perceptive as they 
are because it comes to a different conclusion than they do about 
the JFK assassination. It never occurs to them that the public is 
just better informed than they. 

In fact, the U.S. public is anything but gullible. It has not 
swallowed the official explanation the way Cockbum has. Sev- 
enty-eight percent say they believe there was a conspiracy. Both 
Cockbum in the Nation, Chomsky in Z Magazine and again in 
an exchange with me in Z, dismiss that fact and use the identical 



argument. They point out that over seventy percent of the people 
also believe in miracles. One might ask, what has that to do with 
the question at hand? That people can have a stupid opinion 
about one thing doesn t mean they’re stupid about everything. 
In fact, Chomsky and Cockbum are themselves evidence of that. 

In any case, the comparison is between two different things. 
They re comparing the public’s gullibility about miracles with 
the public’s unwillingness to be gullible about the official line 
that is being fed and shoved in their faces for thirty years. The 
latter is not gullibility at all. 

Alexander Cockbum and Noam Chomsky have told us that 
we must not reduce great developments in history to conspiracy, 

for then we lose sight of insti- 
tution, class, and the other sys- 
temic factors of American 
capitalism. I have spent my life 
looking at the institutional 
forces and systemic factors in 
U.S. capitalism. I use a struc- 
tural analysis in all my writ- 
ings. But in investigating the 
JFK conspiracy, we are not 
looking for an “escape from 
something unpleasant and dif- 
ficult,” to quote psychiatrist 
Noam Chomsky. Rather we 
are hitting upon the nature of 
state power in what is sup- 
posed to be a democracy. 

As I pointed out in a letter 
to both Cockbum and Chom- 
sky (who have both ignored the argument) conspiracy is not 
something that exists in contradistinction to structural analysis. 
It is part of it. 

Ruling elites will use conspiracy. They will use overtly 
legitimating procedures. They will finance elections, publicity 
campaigns, publishing houses, wire services, and academic 
studies. They will set up liberalish organizations, alternative 
trade unions. They will use secret surveillance, mobsters, ter- 
rorists, assassins and death squads. They will use every single 
conceivable thing there is. And when they had someone in the 
White House who was giving them trouble, when they had an 
agenda to save Southeast Asia from Communism, they would 
even kill one of their own if he hesitated and proved reluctant. 

And that is a tremendously startling revelation to the Ameri- 
can public. The revelations about the JFK case made them 
realize what kind of a gangster government and national security 
state we really have in this country and what it does around the 
world. 

A structuralist position should not discount the role of human 
agency in history. Institutions are not self-generating forces. 
The great continuities of corporate and class interest” (Cock- 
bum s phrase) do not just happen of their own accord, like 
reified, disembodied social forces. Neither empires nor national 
security institutions come into existence in a fit of absent-mind- 
edness. As I argue in my forthcoming book. Against Empire , 
they are both the product of conscious planning and often 
forceful and violent effort directed at specific goals and elite 
interests. 

Evidence for this can be found in the very existence of the 



Ruling elites will use 
conspiracy. They will finance 
elections, publicity campaigns, 
publishing houses, wire 
services, and academic studies. 
They will use surveillance, 
mobsters, terrorists, assassins 
and death squads. 
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national security state itself. It is the essence of the state and the 
function of state institutions to act as conscious agents in recre- 
ating the conditions of politico-economic hegemony. That is 
what state leaders are dedicated to doing. To achieve their goals, 
they have resorted to every necessary form of mass manipula- 
tion, deception, and violence, even against one of their own 
whom they have come to see as a liability. 

onspiratoriai action is not something separate and ex- 
clusive of institutional presence. In fact, there’s a con- 
stant interplay between the two. While Cockbum and 
other Nation writers call for a structural analysis and institu- 
tional analysis, we might ask, where’s the institutional analysis 
in the Nation ? All you get in that 
publication arc articles preoccupied 
with particular issues, events, per- 
sonalities, secret deals, inside in- 
trigues — one might say — con- 
spiracies, all of vastly lesser magni- 
tude than the JFK assassination. Yet 
in thirty years the Nation and the 
Progressive have never published a 
single word by independent investi- 
gators, except as a letter to the editor 
on rare occasions. 

G. William Domhoff makes an 
argument very much like Cock- 
bum’s. In response, Peter Dale Scott 
makes an argument very much like 
the one I made in my exchange with 
Chomsky in Z Magazine and also in the Nation in my exchange 
with Cockbum. I made the point that “conspiracy” and “insti- 
tutional analysis” are not mutually exclusive. Neither Cockbum 
nor Chomsky ever responded to that point, either to rebut it or 
to accept it or to show how it does or doesn’t apply here. They 
just ignore it 

Domhoff points out: “If conspiracy means that these men” 
meaning the ruling elites “are aware of their interests, know 
each other personally, meet together privately and off the record, 
and try to hammer out a consensus on how to anticipate and react 
to events and issues, then there is some conspiring that goes on 
in the Council for Foreign Relations, not to mention the Com- 
mittee for Economic Development, the Business Council, the 
National Security Council, and the Central Intelligence 
Agency.” 

But Scott notes that Domhoff shares Cockbum’s and Chom- 
sky’s resistance to the idea that an assassination conspiracy 
could have a lasting impact on our political arrangements. In his 
book Deep Politics , Scott quotes Domhoff: “We all have a 
tremendous tendency to want to get caught up in believing that 
there’s some secret evil cause for all of the obvious ills of the 
world. Conspiracy theories encourage a belief that if we get rid 
of a few bad people, everything will be well in the world.” 

Then Peter answers: “I believe that a true understanding of 
the Kennedy assassination will lead not to a few bad people but 
to the institutional and power political arrangements which 
constitute the way we are systematically governed. The con- 
spiracies I see as operative, in other words, are part of our 
political structure, not exceptions to it.” 



T he left critics are concerned that you might like Kennedy 
and not see how bad he really was. They mistake the low 
political value of the victim, JFK, whom they hate and 
detest, with the high political importance of the issue and the 
implications for democracy, the revelation of the gangster na- 
ture of the state. 

Back in 1894, Captain Alfred Dreyfus was a conservative 
militarist. Clemenceau once conjectured that if the man’s name 
had not been Dreyfus, he would have been an anti-Dreyfusard. 
Does that mean that the political struggle waged in /’ affaire 
Dreyfus was a waste of time? The issue was quickly drawn 
between the right and the left, between those who stood with the 
army and the anti-Semites, and those who stood with the Re- 
public and justice. 

The same with Benigno Aquino. 
Aquino was a member of the privi- 
leged class in the Philippines. He 
promised no great structural 
changes. He was even more conser- 
vative than Kennedy. Does this 
mean that the Filipino people should 
have dismissed the conspiracy that 
led to his assassination as an event 
of no consequence? Should they 
have said, “Ah, just another ruling 
class pig; what do we care?” In- 
stead, they used it as ammunition 
against the hated Marcos regime, as 
a revelation of what that government 
was really doing. 

Archbishop Romero of El Salvador was a member of the 
Salvadoran aristocracy. He could not have made it to the top of 
the church hierarchy otherwise. When he was ordained, the 
aristocracy came with presents. They hugged and kissed him. 
And the minute he opened up his mouth and made some critical 
remarks about the war and some concerned comments about the 
poor, he was assassinated. If he hadn’t been assassinated, I doubt 
that Salvadoran history would have been much different. Does 
this mean that solidarity groups in this country and El Salvador 
should not have tried to make his murder an issue that revealed 
the homicidal gangster nature of the Salvadoran state? 

Instead of seizing the opportunity, some left writers conde- 
scendingly ascribe a host of mass psychology motivations and 
emotional needs to those of us who are concerned about the JFK 
assassination cover-up. They psychologize about our illusions, 
our false dreams, our longings for messiahs and father figures, 
our inability to face unpleasant realities the way they can. They 
deliver patronizing admonitions about our “conspiracy captiva- 
tion” and “Camelot yearnings. ” They urge us not to escape into 
fantasy. They are the cognoscenti who guide us and out-left us 
on the JFK assassination, a subject about which they don ’t know 
a damn thing and whose significance they will never be able to 
grasp. 

I have a different name for our interests. It is not JFK 
worship. It’s not “Camelot yearnings,” as the left critics would 
say. It*S not conspiracy titillation, as the mainstream media 
would say. Our interest is born of democratic struggle . A desire 
to know what is going on. A desire to have rulers who are worthy 
of our name and the name of democracy . □ 




Benigno Aquino was 
even more conservative 
than Kennedy. Should 
the Filipino people have 
dismissed the conspiracy 
that led to his 
assassination? 
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